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Public Safety Plans 
U N I Q U E  C O N S I D E R A T I O N S  

The defined benefit plan structure is key to providing benefit coverage to those individuals employed in 
the positions responsible for ensuring the protection and safety of the general public. Not only the 
defined benefit retirement annuities, but disability and survivor coverage offered through the statewide 
public safety plans is critical to attracting and retaining individuals who put their lives on the line to 
defend the safety of others.  

The Legislature and the federal government have recognized the need to acknowledge the sacrifices 
that families of public safety officers make through additional benefits to augment those of the defined 
benefit pension, especially for officers who are injured, or even more importantly, killed in the line of 
duty. The reasons why DB plans are more fitting for public safety professions (professions that do not 
have comparable positions in the private sector) will be highlighted in this section. 
 
Social Security Coverage 
Unlike the general employee plans administered by the Minnesota statewide retirement systems, law 
enforcement officers (local police, state patrol, conservation officers, etc.) and salaried fire fighters are 
not allowed to participate in and contribute to the Social Security Old Age, Disability and Survivor portion 
of the program offered by the federal government. Specifically, statutes governing Social Security 
coverage for governmental employees in Minnesota, Section 355.07, the declaration of policy, in 
paragraph (d) states: 

“Nothing in any provision of this chapter authorizes the extension of the insurance system 
established by this chapter, to service in any police officer's or firefighter's position or in 
any position covered by a retirement system applicable exclusively to positions in one or 
more law enforcement or firefighting units, agencies or departments.” 

 
Beginning April 1, 1986, newly hired law enforcement officers and fire fighters were required to 
contribute to and be covered by the Medicare portion of the federal program.  

These professions impose intense physical and psychological demands on the individuals who 
choose these career paths. The later retirement age currently in law for receipt of unreduced 
retirement benefits from Social Security (capping at age 67, with some discussion of raising it 
higher) do not align with the need for many in the public safety professions to leave these 
professions before even age 62, the earliest age for receipt of benefits from Social Security. The 
policy decision to not extend Social Security disability, survivor, and retirement benefits to our 
public safety professions made sense in the 1950s when the state policy declaration was initially 
enacted, and continues to make sense in today’s environment for public safety positions.  
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Disability Benefit Protection 
A key design feature of the benefits provided to members of our public safety plans is the disability 
benefit protection afforded those who are unable to continue to perform the duties associated with their 
professions. Different benefit levels are available depending on whether the disabling event occurred 
while performing the work of the position, or otherwise. One of the policy reasons for providing some 
disability benefit coverage for injuries or illnesses that result from non-hazardous work activities is to 
ensure that individuals who are not in the best physical or psychological condition to ensure the safety 
of the general public are not on the streets or responding to emergency calls when they cannot provide 
the needed protection and services demanded of these professions.  

Since there is no Social Security disability benefit available, the provision of disability benefit coverage 
is key to those in a profession where fulfilling many of their main job duties means putting themselves 
in hazardous situations with the potential of becoming physically disabled through injury, possibly 
contracting a life-altering disease, or encountering difficult and traumatizing events that deteriorate the 
mental capacity to continue to deal with these types of events.  

Disability insurance could be an additional benefit provided by the DC plan; however, it is unlikely that 
individuals could qualify for a disability insurance benefit, given the dangerous nature of their job 
responsibilities.  

Survivor Coverage 
Surviving spouse and dependent children benefits are provided through the retirement system’s benefit 
structure. As with the disability benefit coverage, these protections are not available through Social 
Security since there is no participation in that program. As mentioned earlier, the State and the federal 
government have taken additional measures to provide for the families of officers killed in the line of 
duty, further recognition of the need to ensure the families of individuals in these professions are taken 
care of and recognized for the sacrifices they make by supporting their public safety officer family 
member.  

Survivor coverage could be available through individual insurance policies, but the cost associated with 
the individual insurance protection will far exceed the cost of providing this protection through the 
pooled defined benefit plan, spreading the risk across a large group of participants. Insurance carriers 
structure their benefit plan fees to provide a profit margin, something not needed in the administration 
of the programs administered by the statewide retirement systems.  

Recruitment and Retention 
The DB plan design is key to the recruitment and retention of public safety officers. Unlike a DC plan, 
the DB provides:  

 sufficient retirement income (in lieu of Social Security benefits); 
 adequate disability benefits in the event the officer is injured and unable to continue to work; 

and  
 adequate survivor protection in the event the officer is killed while protecting the safety of 

others.  
 
In 2005, the State of Alaska closed its DB plan for all state employees hired after June 30, 2006. The 
Municipality of Anchorage is now considering re-opening its closed DB public safety plan to enhance 
recruitment opportunities for public safety employees.  
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Portability 
One of the primary reasons that many believe DC plans are more suitable to today’s workers is that 
individuals more readily move from job to job. That is not the case in the public safety professions. 
Public safety personnel are typically “career” employees. In a public, multi-employer plan like that 
administered by Minnesota’s statewide retirement systems, individuals who have chosen firefighting or 
law enforcement as their profession can move from one local government employer to another and 
continue to earn the same pooled, cost-sharing DB plan for their employment with all employers for 
whom they provide their public safety service. Law enforcement personnel who move from local 
government to a state law enforcement position or vice versa, earn benefit credit in each of the plans 
recognized by state law to provide for the payment of benefits from each plan that when added together 
would be comparable to the benefit earned if all service had been credited to one plan.  

Transitioning to Retirement 
Defined benefit plans for public safety personnel are designed to ensure that benefits are adequate for 
early transition out of the work force. Public safety officers have physical fitness requirements 
necessary to perform jobs that may be difficult to maintain as individuals age. These early retirement 
provisions are modified from time-to-time to ensure they can remain affordable and align with the needs 
of the employer to either transition some out of the workforce or to encourage longer service by skilled 
officers who are needed to meet the needs of mentoring the less experienced public safety personnel 
who are just beginning their careers.  

Investment and Longevity Risk 
The pooling of investment and longevity risk impacts the retirement savings needs of public safety 
personnel even more than general employees given their earlier retirement (or disability) needs. With a 
shorter working period in which to save, public safety personnel would need significantly greater 
contribution levels to a DC plan or would need to take significant risks with the asset allocation in hopes 
of producing an account balance sufficient to replace the same level of benefit provided in our DB 
plans.  

Individuals in law enforcement and emergency response positions face an increased longevity and 
inflation risk, especially in light of the fact that they are not covered by Social Security. The risk is more 
extreme for earlier departures from the workforce by individuals in these physically and psychologically 
demanding professions.  A DB plan can more cost effectively provide inflation and longevity protection 
by pooling the risks. The DB structure can fund for the average life expectancy, knowing that some 
participants will not live as long as projected while others will live longer. The assumptions to forecast 
fund requirements are typically reviewed every four to five years and modest changes are made when 
necessary. Doing so within a consistent time-line can ensure the administrators are adequately 
forecasting the expected financing of the plan.  

Conclusion 
The academic and research information regarding DB and DC plans have been presented in this section 
in the overall comparison of the various features of the two distinctly different retirement plan 
arrangements. The use of the DB plan for public safety officers calls attention to the features of DB 
plans that are difficult to adequately replace with the DC arrangement in light of the special protections 
that can be more cost effectively provided through a DB.  
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